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The LIMs were effusive in their written responses (“That is cute…Love it…I like 
it a lot”) describing the image as “fun” and “happy” and praising the clothing as perfect 
for “special occasions” like going out to a restaurant or to church. For Lupe, the typical 
customer was any mother, not necessarily rich, “who can afford it” and for Julia, it was 
simply “a mother with good taste.” The second LIM group had an equally positive 
reaction to the Ralph Lauren ad, writing that the kids were “cute….high class….dressed 
up for Easter,” but also added an interesting set of caveats. When a Puerto-Rican mother 
protested “He’s dressed too white,” an African American mother defended the ad, saying 
“He looks cute because you don’t see little dark boys dressed like that!” After some 
debate, the group singled out the yellow sweater as the problem—it reminded them of a 
country club and prompted another Puerto-Rican mother to conclude “that’s got to be a 
white mom [laughter].” I can only wonder how they might have responded to a similar ad 
featuring a truly “dark” boy in preppie clothing. In this case, would his race overcome the 
cultural meaning of his clothing or vice-versa?  

Such a dilemma points to one of the fundamental challenges of measuring 
audience responses to the complicated system of signs that can be assembled by a single 
image. Not only do the signs access the subjective referent systems of each viewer, but 
they also intersect and interact with each other inside the text. For example, a yellow 
sweater could very well look “whiter” when combined with light black skin. 
Interestingly, no one suggested that the boy’s “white” style of clothing pointed to a 
“white dad,” thus reinforcing an idea elaborated above: a child’s clothing reflects directly 
on the mother. Indeed, the collective experience of these mostly single mothers reinforces 
wider patriarchal assumptions about women’s childcare responsibilities in general. 

 

 
 Baby Phat Girlz Ad (Cookie, January 2006, p. 55) 
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BABY PHAT: EXTRA-TEXTUAL KNOWLEDGE 
The Baby Phat ad depicts two African American girls holding paper fans, surrounded by 
wooden lanterns, and flanked by orange-tinged rice paper walls, a purple neon Baby Phat 
sign, and vertical strips of blurred Asian characters. Members of both groups brought 
extra-textual knowledge to bear on the interpretation of the ad, but with drastically 
different results. For example, Lori (AM) did not even need to see the ad in order to form 
a strong opinion about it: 
 

I know who’s line this is and, I don’t know, I guess I’ve got—not a bad taste in my 
mouth—but I just don’t like the woman who designs these [CB: Kimora Lee?] Oh 
my God, she’s obnoxious to me! So, just even looking at her ads, I’m like Ugh! 
[laughter] You know cause she’s kind of all out there. 

 
Lori is referring to Kimora Lee Simmons, erstwhile wife of Russell Simmons, the 

rap music producer turned entrepreneur who created the Phat Farm brand and is widely 
credited as one of the founding fathers of hip-hop fashion. 34 A former model herself, 
Kimora Lee is now the creative director of Baby Phat, an off-shoot of Phat Farm. Recent 
Baby Phat campaigns have featured Kimora Lee and her daughters posing on their vast 
estate, complete with luxury automobiles, maids, and butlers. Such blunt visual 
associations clearly attempt to connect the Baby Phat brand to Kimora Lee’s own, high-
profile lifestyle.  

The LIMs also interpreted this ad from a highly partisan position. But, in this 
case, most readily identified themselves with hip-hop culture35 and already owned Baby 
Phat clothing, perfume, jewelry etc., so when they saw the ad, they instantly screamed 
their approval:  

 
Lakisha: That’s a definite A-plus!  
Lupe: I love Baby Phat. 
Maria: That picture’s hot! 
 
The LIMs raved about Kimora Lee’s beauty, debated whether she was still 

married to Russell Simmons and finally decided that the two girls in the picture, were, in 
fact, her daughters. Thus, despite the differing evaluations of Lori (AM) and the LIMs, 
both responses follow the same logic: in order to truly see Baby Phat one must look 
through Kimora Lee. In other words, though she does not appear in this particular ad, the 
idea of Kimora Lee is invoked by the brand. 
 But what if the viewer has never heard of Kimora Lee? AMs Sara and Peg found 
it odd to place African American girls in such a quasi-Asian setting. The LIMs, in 
contrast, made no such comments—perhaps because they knew something about the 
girls’ mother that Peg and Sara didn’t. Kimora Lee’s mother is Asian-American. In fact, 
her daughters are named Ming and Aoki, so perhaps they are not so “out of place” after 
all. But where are they exactly? The LIMs did not seem to care, but AMs Peg and 
Heather harbored some pretty grave concerns: 
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Peg: The background just doesn’t look good to me…you see this kinda’ 
environment in a really sleazy part of Asia…especially the neon sign…you don’t 
associate that sort of thing with kids…that makes me think of one of those strip 
clubs in Thailand—it was like ‘whoa!’ Yeah, as a mother, it’s not something that I 
picture kids in. 
 
Heather: The whole notion, it looks almost like they’re in a red light district of 
somewhere far away and it seems inappropriate and not very kidlike.36 

 
So, for Peg and Heather, the setting of the photo referenced highly charged symbols of 
pornography and prostitution. And, in Heather’s case, she was only able to interpret the 
attitude of the girls through the context of the surrounding environment: 

 
They look a little ‘take no prisoners’ [laughter] I’m not sure I’d let [my daughter] 
play with them. They look very sure of themselves, almost and maybe that’s 
because I imagine them in a scarier place….the older one looks very ‘I got 
attitude, don’t mess with me.’ 

 
Peg (AM) had similar apprehensions, concurring that the girls were “not exactly 

approachable kids.” Thus, Peg and Heather read signs of danger when interpreting both 
the ad’s setting and the “don’t mess with me” attitudes of the models such that the ads 
represented a hypothetical threat to the well-being of their own children—the Baby Phat 
models were playmates to be avoided. The LIMs had a different take, one less interested 
in the location of the scene (“China?”) and more focused on the apparent self-confidence 
of the young models: 
 

Sofia: They’re serious. Looking all professional. 
Lupe: Like they got it like that. They think they look good. 
Julia: They look like they done this before…she knows what she’s doing. 
Lakisha: Talk to my agent. 

 
In contrast to the AMs, the LIMs not only reveled in the familiar Baby Phat 

aesthetic but also celebrated the perceived attitude of professionalism. In their eyes, the 
young models were neither in danger, nor posing a threat to others—they were in control. 
As we shall see in the next section, the second hip-hop clothing ad in this study elicited a 
similar set of polarized reactions. 
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Rocawear Kids Ad (Cookie, January 2006, p. 71) 

 
ROCAWEAR: TOUGH LOVE 
The Rocawear ad features three dark-skinned African-American boys posing on a street 
curb in front of a row of brownstone apartments. They all wear serious expressions, and 
two look slightly down at the camera. One of the boys is wearing a pinstriped wool blazer 
and has his arms folded and his head cocked to one side. Most of the AMs said that this 
brand was not for them and all thought that the ad was altogether too threatening: 

 
Peg: It’s just too ‘gangster look’…they don’t look very approachable…especially 
the one on the left, he looks like someone who would challenge you if you stared 
at him too long. [laughter] Well, all three of them do. 
 
Sara: It makes little boys look like they’re really tough and possibly up to no 
good. 
 
Lori: The kids look really tough….I don’t like that…staring you down. 
 
Heather: These guys look a little meaner [compared to other ads]. 
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In contrast, the LIMs whooped and hollered, embracing both brand and ad alike with 
great enthusiasm.37 They identified with the ad completely; it was one of theirs: 

 
Julia: Whoooo! 
Sofia: I love it! 
Lakisha: I like that! Hell yeah. Sure. 
Lupe: The clothes is hot. They macking. They balling. They look good. 
Sofia: They probably thinking like, ‘You know we look good.’ 
Lakisha: [starts singing a rap song] 
Sofia: They look like niggas from the hood! 
Maria: Gangsta look. 
Lakisha: Thank God for Jay-Z! 
Sofia: Rocawear’s the bomb! 

 
As we saw with Baby Phat, notice the emphasis on the achievement of these 

models. The LIMs recognized that these boys intend to look attractive and are quick to 
honor their success. The level of identification was so strong, in fact, it was as though 
many of the LIMs were regarding not an advertisement, but a family photo—literally 
cheering it on. Extra-textual knowledge also played a key role as Lakisha immediately 
connected the brand to its founder: the rapper and hip-hop mogul, Jay-Z. Even some of 
the evaluative language used to describe the ad (i.e.: “caked up,” “niggas,” and 
“gangsta”) further emphasized the LIMs affiliation with hip-hop, embodying the genre’s 
“syncretic” tendency to appropriate and modify existing signifiers from mainstream 
culture.38 For example, the racist epithet of white supremacy (nigger) has been 
customized and redeployed among blacks, and later among people of color in general, as 
a term of endearment (nigga). Therefore, I interpret Sofia’s remark that “they look like 
niggas from the hood” as a form of intimate recognition rather than outright 
condemnation. Indeed, much of the power of such modified language stems from its 
exclusivity; few AMs would dare utter “nigga” in public, nor would I. We know it is not 
our word. Thus, when praising an ad she has claimed as her own, Sofia also mobilized a 
proprietary expression—a syncretic signifier of hip-hop which offers a specific kind of 
recognition unique to her in-group even as it polices cultural boundaries that keep white 
folks like me on the outside. 

So, when evaluating responses to the Baby Phat and Rocawear ads, we can see 
intersectionality hard at work, both restricting and allowing certain forms of identification 
and discourse according to one’s particular combination of race/class/gender identities. 
For example, the mostly white AMs and the LIMs of color had diametrically opposed 
reactions to the only two ads in the study featuring all black child models. Therefore, it 
would seem that race could be the determining interpretive factor for these two groups of 
mothers. For example, the facial expressions of the (white) Diesel kids were just as 
serious as the black models, but none of the AMs described them as threatening. As 
McLeod points out, hip-hop culture circulates and is made legible through its evocation 
of certain codes and conventions: “being authentic, or keeping it real, means staying true 
to yourself (by identifying oneself as being both hard and black).”39 Perhaps the very 
same signifiers that the AMs interpret as connoting danger are recognized by the LIMs as 
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symbols of cultural affirmation: the boys are authentic, black, hard, unapologetic, and 
fearless. In other words, depending on the intersectionality of the audience, a “tough” 
pose can be read in (at least) two different ways: 1) an out-group might see menace and 
hostility while 2) the in-group sees only defiance and self-respect. If we recall that hip-
hop often defines itself against white culture, then we can imagine how the Rocawear ad 
might very well have been deliberately encoded to offend white audiences like the AMs. 
To wit, if too many suburban whites began to buy Rocawear, the brand’s cultural 
meaning—and its authentic connection to hip-hop—could become quite tenuous indeed. 

 

 
Guess Kids (Child, March 2005 p. 12) 

 
GUESS: THE MALE GAZE 
The Guess ad features a medium close-up of a white girl who looks to be about ten years-
old. She is blonde and wears light make-up, earrings, a halter-top and yellow shorts. She 
has placed both her hands on one knee and is arching her torso forward while smiling 
slightly and addressing the camera over one shoulder. Behind her we can see crates of 
fresh lemons glistening in the sun. The ad elicited strong negative reactions from both 
AMs and LIMs. For these mothers, there is a line between cute and inappropriate, and 
Guess crossed it. 
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The AMs echoed variations on a common theme. Sara: “I think it’s too sexual. 
Giant mid-riff and looking coy like a little girl... I don’t like that connection between 
children and sexuality.” Peg: “It just conveys a lot of negativity to me. At that age, you 
don’t need to look sexy. You don’t need to show half your butt to the World.” Lori: 
“They’re trying to make her look way older than she is. I don’t like that. She’s a girl, 
she’s a child, she shouldn’t—you know—yeah, I don’t like that…She’s showing skin for 
like—she’s a kid!” Heather: “The way she’s sitting and the way she’s showing a lot of 
skin seems very grown up to me and the make-up…so it seems a little 
provocative…teasing and come and get me.” Lori went further, noting that, if she had a 
daughter, inappropriate clothing could invite the wrong kind of male gaze: “I just think 
‘you never know who’s around’ and I don’t want people looking at her in any kind of a 
way other than that she’s a child.” Sara was more blunt. After describing how she 
restricted her daughter from wearing any “hot pants, cropped shirts with bare belly 
showing, a thong” she explained that her rational was quite simple: “I don’t want her to 
be attractive to predators.”  
 For the AMs, then, the Guess ad was problematic in two ways. First, the child 
model was made to look more mature than her actual age—the combination of a 
revealing outfit and a provocative pose creating the sexualized portrait of a prepubescent 
girl. The second problem is more complex because it requires the AMs to look at the 
image though the eyes of someone else. It is only by channeling the hypothetical gaze of 
a male pedophile or child molester that they are able to determine that the girl in the 
Guess ad is ‘asking for trouble.’ Perhaps this move is to be expected. After all, both 
Berger (1972) and Mulvey (1975) have argued that visual culture consistently positions 
women as objects of desire, displayed to attract and flatter the heterosexual “male 
gaze.”40 So it would follow that, in this case, the AMs appraised the Guess girl as men 
might but—importantly—this view was also refracted by a protective maternal 
subjectivity highly sensitive to the threat of sexual abuse. 

As for the inappropriate nature of the ad, the LIMs were in almost complete 
agreement, but arrived at a different set of conclusions. Lupe: “That’s not for your girl, 
that doesn’t look like a girl to me.” Sofia: “She looks like a teenager, an adolescent.” 
Lakisha: “Hell no, is she showing her stomach? No, I’m sorry, but no.” Julia: “I wouldn’t 
like my daughter to wear clothes that show her body.” When Lupe said she wouldn’t let 
her daughter dress like the Guess girl, I asked her why, and her response triggered a 
collective testimonial of young women who both invite and must endure the constant 
glare of the male gaze: 
 

Lupe: I know how niggas think! [lots of nodding] 
Lakisha: Beep-Beep! You better keep it moving son and stop playing! My 
daughter will be 12 years-old, would you like to get shot? [laughter] For real, I’ll 
take a freakin’ BB gun and shoot your freakin’ [indecipherable] off! 
Maria: If I was to see my daughter do the same shit I did, I would kill her. Cause I 
used to sneak out to be out and that was it. I didn’t care what anybody said, I used 
to wear crazier shit than [the Guess ad]. 
CB: And your goal when your wore that ‘shit,’ what was your goal? 
Maria: To go [snaps her fingers] trickin’! [raucous laughter] 
CB: So, to say it in a different way, you wanted to attract men. 
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Maria: I don’t know, that’s how I see it. When you wear your little shit and you 
know you look good and you gonna’ go to the street to get hollered at. So don’t 
even go there. 
Lakisha: I’m not even gonna’ lie. 
Maria: Don’t even lie. 
Lakisha: You know my Mom blessed me with a be-jang-tang! But it’s not that, I 
could be walking and wearing pajama pants and a tank top-- 
Maria: It’s true! 
Lakisha: It’s not our fault. People could be covered up. It doesn’t matter what 
you’re wearing-- 
Maria: Girls in hoodies, lookin’ like dudes, still get hollered at! 

 
Lupe was all-to-aware that men objectify her sexually and did not wish the same 

gaze to be directed at her daughter. Lakisha shifted into mother mode to keep her 
daughter’s suitors at bay, then complained that part of her own anatomy (her “be-jang-
tang”) was both a blessing and a curse that not even plain clothes could conceal from the 
male gaze. Most remarkable, though, is Maria, who actually saw herself in the ad. When 
Lupe first admitted that she too used to dress like the Guess ad “back in the day,” the 
other LIMs laughed and nodded as though they had all been caught in the act. But this 
was not just the corporate confession of a group of hypocrites, it was the collective 
acknowledgement of a hard lesson learned: 

 
Julia: What you’re saying is that even though we used to do it, now you’ve got a 
daughter and you don’t want that to happen again. 
Lupe: Yeah, ‘cause we used to do it-- 
Lakisha: That’s true, but back in the day it wasn’t as bad as it is now.  
Julia: Little girls 11, 12-years-old be having kids now. 
Lakisha: I know a girl, she’s 13 and she’s on her second kid. 
Sofia: Every year it keeps going down in age.  
Maria: It’s like the style now. 
 
Thus, the general consensus of this group of LIMs was that dressing like the 

Guess girl was what got them into trouble in the first place; provocative clothing put 
them on the path to teen pregnancy. Unlike the AMs, they did not suggest that the wrong 
fashion choice might accidentally lure a random stalker who would abduct and sexually 
abuse their child—a widespread fear which is so statistically improbable that it might be 
better characterized as a form of moral panic (Levine, 2002).41 Rather, the LIMs were 
speaking from the standpoint of their own concrete experience. Furthermore, in this 
female-only space (myself not withstanding), they formed gender bonds of solidarity 
around their regrets in getting pregnant by the wrong men and their desires to help their 
own children avoid a similar fate: “now you’ve got a daughter and you don’t want that to 
happen again.” 
 The Guess ad thus provides an interesting test for Collins’ (2002) theoretical 
construct of intersectionality. In one respect, mothers across the race/class divide came to 
consensus—condemning the ad—largely through their daily exposure, as women, to the 
male gaze. But while their common gender identity may have brought the two groups 
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together, their distinct experiences of motherhood drove them apart. For the AMs, a 
sexually inappropriate ad conjured up the specter of an unknown pedophile lurking in the 
shadows hoping to prey on their (real or hypothetical) daughter. For the LIMs, the same 
image reminded them, on two levels, of the recent history of their own lived experience. 
First, they recalled the ways in which they used to dress during early puberty in order to 
deliberately attract the attention of the male gaze. Indeed, due to their young age, this 
memory was still fresh. Second—and this is a profound difference—the LIMs 
acknowledged that their path to motherhood was problematic and something they would 
not wish on their own children.  

I should note that both the AMs and LIMs fully embraced motherhood and many 
in both groups expressed pride in their parenting skills. Nevertheless, the apparent 
circumstances of their individual pregnancies were dramatically different—ranging from 
methodical and deliberate (AMs) to sudden and unexpected (LIMs). Moreover, the LIMs 
may have actually been the victims of real predators: older males who took advantage of 
their immaturity and inexperience. But, if this was the case, none of the LIMs blamed 
their pregnancy on anyone else. Rather, Maria and Lakisha took responsibility for their 
actions, even mocking the fathers of their children. Maria: “What the hell did I think 
when I got with that?” Lakisha: “Why in the heck did I even go that far? I must have 
been in a daze…I look at him now and I’m like ‘ugh!’” Though I doubt that this story of 
personal accountability and regret—one where the men are summarily dismissed as 
buffoons—provides us with a full picture of the power dynamics surrounding their 
pregnancies, it is nonetheless the story that Maria and Lakisha tell themselves—one 
where they are the protagonists enacting their own desires. This is to say that, in reading 
the Guess ad, the AMs’ maternal instinct feared sexual threats from without while the 
LIMs recognized the potential dangers that come from within. 
 
CONCLUSION: THE MOTHER’S GAZE 
The various intersectionalities of distinct audiences can conspire to both unite and/or 
divide their visual interpretations. In this study, the AMs and LIMs drew on their own 
subjective experiences of class standing and racial identification in order to arrive at 
different conclusions. But, along the way, they traversed some common ground. First, 
despite their distinct socio-economic backgrounds, these mothers are occasionally 
brought together as a media audience of magazines like People, so common at 
supermarket check-out lines. Whether due to a collective, and highly gendered, culture of 
shopping or just mere coincidence, the result is the same: a shared signifier that creates a 
semiotic overlap between otherwise separate visual referent systems. Second, by 
acknowledging that their child’s clothing reflects directly on them, both groups described 
a process whereby mothers judge each other’s embodied tastes through the vicarious 
consumption of their children. Finally, as women, both groups conveyed how their 
intense awareness of the male gaze allows them to recognize, and compels them to resist, 
images that sexualize young girls.  
 Apart from this interesting set of similarities, my comparative analysis of AMs 
and LIMs suggests that, in the end, it is the cultural differences between these two groups 
that creates the most salient interpretive frames for the ads. In other words, their common 
identity as women and mothers is not enough to overcome the intersections that divide 
them according to age, class, and race. First, in the case of the Guess ad, age trumped 
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race as young women of color identified with the child model who, despite being white, 
reminded them of their own mistakes in the recent past. Second, while the AMs sought to 
down-shift and claim middle-class status by rejecting the conspicuous consumption of 
their peers, the LIMs openly aspired to climb up the same social pyramid already 
conquered by Kimora Lee Simmons. Finally, racial identification produced the most 
dramatic differences between the groups. Viewing the two ads with all black models 
(Baby Phat and Rocawear) inspired the AMs to see a threat where the LIMs saw only 
pride. Conversely, despite sharing a common reference, the mothers split on their 
evaluation of the all-white DKNY ad: the AMs were fairly neutral and the LIMs quite 
hostile. Thus, the race of the models encoded the ads with important in-group/out-group 
signals. Even the Ralph Lauren ad, which tried to finesse race/class divides by dressing a 
light-skinned black boy in a preppie sweater, achieved mixed results.  

If we recall Simmel (1997), it would seem that fashion, and its interpretation, operates 
through a referent system of affinity and distinction. Just as hip-hop fashion often contrasts its 
signifiers against white, mainstream culture, so do audiences seek to parse out the particular 
intersectional allegiances of any given brand. I would like to suggest that such a diagnostic gaze 
is not limited to the decoding of advertisements—far from it. As mothers judge print ads for 
designer children’s clothing, they are engaged in a process which references their daily lived 
practices of social interaction. In other words, they are auditioning the gaze through which others 
might view their own children should they choose to wear these clothes in public. Thus, the gaze 
they employ in evaluating the ad is necessarily vicarious: what do I want other people to think 
when they look at my child? By treating the ads’ representations of other children “as if” they 
were their own, these mothers are testing the waters with a dress rehearsal—which is why 
identification is so important. Mothers must first be able to place their own child inside the ad 
before donning the virtual goggles of another mother, a man, or—God forbid—a pedophile. 
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Notes 
                                                

1 This is not to dismiss the important contribution made by much of this theoretical work, 
often rooted in the tradition of semiotics. For instance, Judith Williamson offers an interesting 
discussion of visual interpretation through preexisting referent systems in Decoding 
Advertisements: Ideology and Meaning in Advertising. (London: Boyars, 1978) while Stuart Hall 
gives a classic treatment of the how audiences might choose a hegemonic, negotiated, or 
oppositional reading of any given media text in "Encoding/Decoding." in Media and Cultural 
Studies: Keyworks, ed. Meenakshi Gigi Durham and Douglas Kellner (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 
2001) 166. 
 

3 Keith Kenney and Linda Scott. “A Review of the Visual Rhetoric Literature.” in 
Persuasive Imagery: A Consumer Response Perspective, ed. Linda M. Scott and Rajeev Batra, 
17 (London: LEA, 2003). For two examples that mix semiotic analysis with experiments and 
interviews, see Edward McQuarrie and David Mick’s "Visual Rhetoric in Advertising: Text-
Interpretive, Experimental, and Reader-Response Analyses." Journal of Consumer Research 26, 
no. 1 (1999): 37 and Barbara Phillips’ "Thinking into it: Consumer Interpretation of Complex 
Advertising Images." Journal of Advertising 26, no. 2 (1997): 77. Paul Messaris offers a 
forward-looking view on the emerging forms of measuring visual communication in "Visual 
Communication: Theory and Research." Journal of Communication 53, no. 3 (2003): 555. 
 

4 The Guess ad came from a 2005 special fashion issue of Child Magazine. 
Though not as upscale in editorial lay-out or audience demographics as Cookie, Child 
remains a key player in children’s clothing, as evidenced by its recent hosting of the third 
annual children’s fashion show during the 2007 Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week in New 
York City. 
 

5 These ads are part of coordinated campaigns that extend well beyond the 
confines of Cookie. Many also appear in other parenting magazines like Child and more 
hip-hop-friendly publications like Vibe and The Source. 
 

6 Cookie claims to reach women age 25 to 44 with children age 0 to 9 and 
household income at $75,000 plus per year. Retrieved December 4, 2006, from 
http://condenastmediakit.com/coo/circulation.cfm.  
 

7 The only brands in this study exclusively oriented to a particular gender are 
Baby Phat (girls) and Rocawear (boys). 
 

8 For a more detailed semiotic analysis of some of the ads in this study, as well as 
a careful consideration of their particular mode of address, please see Chris Boulton, 
“Don’t Smile for the Camera: Black Power, Para-Proxemics and Prolepsis in Print Ads 
for Hip-Hop Clothing.” International Journal of Communication [Online], 1, no. 1 
(2007). Available at: http://ijoc.org/ojs/index.php/ijoc/article/view/88 
 

9 Russell Belk. "Possessions and the Extended Self." Journal of Consumer Research 15, 
no. 2, (1988): 139-168.  



26 

                                                
 

10 Linda Scott. "The Bridge from Text to Mind: Adapting Reader-Response Theory to 
Consumer Research." Journal of Consumer Research 21, no. 3 (1994): 473. 
 

11 Scott, The Bridge, 477. 
 
12 Linda Scott. "Images in Advertising: The Need for a Theory of Visual Rhetoric." 

Journal of Consumer Research 21, no. 2 (1994): 267. 
 
13 I have changed the names of my research subjects in order to protect their 

identities. 
 

14 I also interviewed two other affluent mothers whose responses were similar to 
the other four but ultimately offered less insight. So, in the interest of space, I have 
excluded them from this study. 
 

15 To view the phone interview schedule, please visit 
http://www.chrisboulton.org/academics/clothingstudy.html 
 

16 Kennaria Brown. "Good Women Becoming 'Queens': Young Mothers on Welfare as 
Cultural Readers." (PhD diss., University of Massachusetts, Amherst, 2007). 

 
17 Both the “background” and “discussion” questions were developed in 

consultation with teachers from agency. To view them, please visit 
http://www.chrisboulton.org/academics/clothingstudy.html 
 

18 Williamson, “Decoding,” 19. 
 

19 Hall, “Encoding,” 167. 
 

20 Stanley Fish. "Interpreting the "Variorum." Critical Inquiry 2, no. 3 (Spring, 1976): 
465-485. 
 

21 Scott, “The Bridge,” 462-23, 468. 
 

22 McQuarrie & Mick, “Visual,” 51. 
 
23 Patricia Hill Collins. "Some Group Matters: Intersectionality, Situated Standpoints, and 

Black Feminist Thought." in Feminist Frontiers, ed. Laurel Richardson, Verta A. Taylor and  
Nancy Whittier (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2004) 68. 

 
24 Kennaria Brown observes that, when working amongst a similar population at 

the same social service agency, she quickly connected with the young mothers of color 
through her own identity as a black woman. But her initial rapport eventually gave way to 
other intersections of inequality. No matter how often she dropped her “suburbanite 



27 

                                                
persona and code-switched into [her] Black East Texas colloquialisms and diction, 
occasionally integrating hip-hop slang,” Brown nonetheless occupied the distinct 
positionality of a “middle-class, middle-aged, childless academic” and knew that this was 
“apparent in [her] speech, dress, and mannerisms.” Brown, “Good,” 7-8. 
 

25 Thorstein Veblen. The Theory of the Leisure Class; an Economic Study in the 
Evolution of Institutions. (New York; London: The Macmillan company, 1899). 
 

26 Georg Simmel “The Philosophy of Fashion” in Simmel on Culture: Selected Writings. 
ed. David Frisby and Mike Featherstone (London; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications, 
1997) 187. 
 

27 Pierre Bourdieu. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984), 205. 
 

28 Elizabeth Chin. Purchasing Power: Black Kids and American Consumer Culture. 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2001) 38-40. 
 

29 Graham White and Shane White. "Strolling, Joking, and Fixy Clothes." In Signifyin(g), 
Sanctifyin' & Slam Dunking: A Reader in African American Expressive Culture, ed. Gena Dagel 
Caponi (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1999). 447. 
 

30 Regina Austin. "A Nation of Thieves: Consumption, Commerce, and the Black Public 
Sphere." In The Black Public Sphere: A Public Culture Book, ed. Black Public Sphere Collective 
(Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 1995) 234. 
 

31 Kembrew McLeod. "Authenticity within Hip-Hop and Other Cultures Threatened with 
Assimilation." Journal of Communication 49, no. 4 (Autumn, 1999): 143. 
 

32 Imani Perry. Prophets of the Hood: Politics and Poetics in Hip Hop. (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2004) 196. 
 

33 Two other LIM groups that viewed this ad had more positive reactions, noting 
in their written responses that the single “modern mom” in the picture looked like a “fit 
mom” who was “decent” and “properly dressed.” As most of these young women are 
unmarried, an image of a lone mother with her child could certainly resonate with their 
own lives.  
 

34 Kimora Lee and Russell Simmons divorced in early 2006, but continue to appear 
together in ads and at events promoting Phat Farm and Baby Phat clothing. Nancy Jo. Sales. 
“Unbearable Fabulosity.” Vanity Fair, April 2005 (accessed December 4, 2006) 1. 
 

35 See Juan Flores. From Bomba to Hip-Hop: Puerto Rican Culture and Latino Identity. 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2000) 138, who argues that Puerto-Ricans have a “long 



28 

                                                
history of cultural interaction with African Americans,” and “helped make rap what it was to 
become” such that “hip hop emerged as a cultural space shared by Puerto Ricans and Blacks.”  
 

36 Another AM that I interviewed had a similar interpretation. She had never 
heard of Baby Phat and thought that the girls in the ad looked “evocative and 
inappropriately erotic” like “exotic dancers” or “geisha.” 
 

37 The other two groups of LIMs heartily agreed: “that’s exactly how I would 
dress my son.” Only one had a negative reaction, writing that they were “too young to be 
dressing thuggish and they look like bad kids.” This woman was, perhaps not 
coincidentally, one of the only two white LIMs who participated in this study. 
 

38 Nicole Fleetwood. "Hip-Hop Fashion, Masculine Anxiety, & the Discourse of 
Americana." in Black Cultural Traffic: Crossroads in Global Performance and Popular Culture, 
ed. Harry Justin Elam and Kennell A. Jackson (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005) 
327. 
 

39 McLeod, “Authenticity,” 145. For more on the origins and controversies of hip-hop 
codes see Malcolm Barnard. Fashion as Communication. (London; New York: Routledge, 
1996), Alex Kotlowitz. "False Connections." in The Consumer Society Reader, ed. Juliet Schor 
and Douglas B. Holt (New York, NY: New Press, 2000) 502, and Emil, Wilbekin. "Great 
Aspirations: Hip Hop and Fashion Dress for Excess and Success." in The Vibe History of Hip 
Hop, ed. Alan Light (New York: Three Rivers Press, 1999) 418.  

 
40 John Berger. Ways of Seeing. (London; New York: British Broadcasting Corporation; 

Penguin Books, 1977) 46. Laura Mulvey. Visual and Other Pleasures. (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1989) . 
 

41 In Harmful to Minors: The Perils of Protecting Children from Sex. (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2002) 26, Judith Levine argues that the media sensationalizes and 
magnifies the few isolated incidents of child-sex crimes committed by strangers, when the vast 
majority of sexual abuse is committed by parents against their own children. In other words, the 
more pressing social problem is incest, not the random child molester. But she also understands 
the limits of facts. “Rational talk may mean nothing to a parent. Nine in forty-five million 
children are raped and murdered: slim odds, sure, but if it happens to your baby, who cares about 
statistics?”  


